“Just the facts ma’am?” A contextual approach to the legal information use environment by Jones, Yolanda
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
College of Information Science and Technology 
    
      
 
Drexel E-Repository and Archive (iDEA) 
http://idea.library.drexel.edu/   
 
 
Drexel University Libraries 
www.library.drexel.edu
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following item is made available as a courtesy to scholars by the author(s) and Drexel University Library and may 
contain materials and content, including computer code and tags, artwork, text, graphics, images, and illustrations 
(Material) which may be protected by copyright law. Unless otherwise noted, the Material is made available for non 
profit and educational purposes, such as research, teaching and private study. For these limited purposes, you may 
reproduce (print, download or make copies) the Material without prior permission. All copies must include any 
copyright notice originally included with the Material. You must seek permission from the authors or copyright 
owners for all uses that are not allowed by fair use and other provisions of the U.S. Copyright Law. The 
responsibility for making an independent legal assessment and securing any necessary permission rests with persons 
desiring to reproduce or use the Material. 
 
 
Please direct questions to archives@drexel.edu
 
“Just the Facts Ma’am?” 
A  Contextual Approach to the Legal Information Use Environment
Background: 
•Study of information behavior patterns of students at the Villanova University School of Law Farmworker Legal Aid Clinic. 
•Four law student teams (8 students total) and their instructor were observed over an 8 week period working with 10 clients.
•The purpose of this study is to develop a conceptual framework for legal information-seeking behavior. 
•More emphasis on how students actually research can help librarians and system designers to develop improved legal 
information systems, services, and instruction.  
Methodology:
•Ethnographic observation of clinic 
meetings and electronic searching.
•Combined with examination of 
documents in case files such as 
email communications, and  memos.
•Focus: breakdowns and problems.
Implications:
Changes were made to the legal research instruction classes for the clinic. More emphasis was placed on library 
research and on documenting and annotating the research they have done. Applications could focus more on sharing 
research, annotating research results and tagging documents so they may be more easily found. Support was found for 
information behavior models such as SenseMaking (Dervin), Berry Picking (Bates), Small Worlds (Chatman), 
Question-Negotiation (Taylor), and Wilson (1981).
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Findings
Much reliance on 
informal sources of 
information, such as 
advice from local 
experts and information 
in client files.  Extensive 
collaboration was 
observed. In general, 
the students viewed the 
law library as a last 
resort.
Research was done 
on whether a juvenile 
who was declared 
delinquent could also 
be declared 
dependent. Westlaw 
searching was 
ineffective.
An expert suspected that 
this was a matter of 
practice, rather than of law.
Students made 
use of listservs, 
but they usually 
got an attorney 
to submit the 
question for 
them.
Sometimes the expert seemed to expect 
that the students would have done more 
“homework” on their own before coming 
to the expert for assistance…
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Research files were rarely annotated:
Many issues revolved around not being 
able to find materials in the research 
files…
–“this is hopeless”
–“this file is a mess”
–“made my own file”
–“not annotated, so had to start from 
scratch”
–“stuck in four feet of folder”
